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PREFACE



O God, thy arm was here;


And not to us, but to thy arm alone,


Ascribe we all! When, without stratagem,


But in plain shock and even play of battle,


Was ever known so great and little loss


On one part and on th’other? Take it, God,


For it is none but thine!


Whether ascribed to God or to the obsolete tactics and lack of discipline of the French Chivalry, the utter defeat of Charles VI’s army at Agincourt on 25 October 1415 was, indeed, astonishing. It was also, a contemporary French chronicler thought, the ‘most disgraceful event that had ever happened to the Kingdom of France’.


In this book I have tried to describe not only what happened, but how it happened. In doing so I have been able to draw on the unusual number of contemporary sources with which the historian of this particular campaign in the Hundred Years War is so well supplied. These chronicles are, of course, of varying degrees of authenticity and for this reason – though the book, as all books in the series, is intended for the lay reader rather than the student – I have shown by a small capital letter in the text the source of all the main quotations. I have not, however, attempted to explain the wearisome processes which have resulted in my reconciling conflicting statements in the chronicles, since although the reconciliation has led me to an interpretation of some events different from that reached by previous writers of books on the subject, I can make no claims that I have proved anything. We are all merely guessing and the points at issue are, in any case, only relatively minor ones of time and place.


All the accounts of the campaign in the contemporary chronicles are fairly short and, while I have included in the book every detail that it is possible to glean from them, there inevitably remains much that one would like to know but cannot discover. A fuller treatment could only be made by the elaboration of conjecture.


A note on the chronicles and on the more important of recent sources is given on pages 163–5.


For their help in a variety of ways I want to thank Mrs Joan St George Saunders of Writers’ and Speakers’ Research, Mrs Peter Crane, Sir Arthur Bryant, Mr Albert Makinson, Mr Jeffrey Herford, Mr Edward Billing, Mr J. W. Rillie, my son, Tom, and my wife.


I want also to thank Mr Peter Kemmis Betty for all his help in the collection of the illustrations.


My much missed mentor at Oxford, the late Captain Cyril Falls, sometime Chichele Professor of the History of War, was kind enough to read the first edition of this book in proof and made several valuable suggestions for its improvement.
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Note – In some of the plates in this book the men-at-arms appear in armour of the artist’s time rather than that of the scene depicted. By 1415 most of the knights were wearing complete plate armour (though less developed than that portrayed in the later illustrations), but some of the less wealthy knights and other ranks still retained the mail aventail (shown in the earlier illustrations), which hung down from the bascinet to protect the neck. This difference is clear in the line illustrations on pages 22 and 94 which are both taken from church brasses of 1415.




 


 


This story shall the good man teach his son;
And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,
From this day to the ending of the world,
But we in it shall be remembered.


King Henry V, Act IV Sc. iii





[image: illustration]


Map of the English possessions in France





 



PROLOGUE



Our Kyng ordeyned with all his myght


For to amende that is amys,


And that is all for Engelond ryght,


To geten agen that scholde it ben his;


That is, al Normandie forsothe y wys,


By right of eritage he scholde it have,


Thereof he seith he wyll nought mys,


Crist kepe his body sounde and save.


Wot ye right well that thus it was.


Gloria tibi trinitas!


Now are we well resolved; and, by God’s help,


And yours, the noble sinews of our power,


France being ours, we’ll bend it to our awe,


Or break it all to pieces: or there we’ll sit,


Ruling in large and ample empery


O’er France and all her almost kingly dukedoms,


Or lay these bones in an unworthy urn,


Tombless, with no remembrance over them:
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On Passion Sunday, 1413, while snow and sleet fell through the cold wind outside, Henry V was crowned in Westminster Abbey. He was twenty-five. Three weeks before he had kissed his dying father for the last time in the Abbot’s house near by and had taken up the iron Lancastrian crown that was his dangerous inheritance. The responsibilities it imposed upon him already seemed to have changed his character. The gay, even foppish, youth had become a grave and thoughtful man. On the evening of his father’s death he had gone away by himself to think and to pray; and now as he was anointed with the miraculous oil of St Thomas of Canterbury his devout and humble behaviour impressed all who saw him.


He was considered a handsome man, though the long and prominent nose, the thin eyebrows, the high smooth brow, the very red and tightly compressed lips and the heavy, lantern jaw are features no longer admired. The back of his neck and the sides of his head were shaved, as the heads of soldiers were, so that his hair, thick, brown and uncurled, looked like a round fur cap. His ears were small and shapely, his teeth even and very white, his large hazel eyes clear and bright. He seemed, despite his solemnity, to be very much alive. Men looked at him and could find grounds for hope that his father’s reign, which had opened with usurpation, rebellion, plague and persecution and had ended in fear, lassitude and gloom, would be followed by a new age, as brilliant and adventurous as that of the young King’s great-grandfather, Edward III.


It was this King Edward who, sixty-seven years before, had won his great victory over the French at Crécy and ten years later his son, the Black Prince, had defeated them again at Poitiers. And it was to Edward III that Henry V, as well as his people, looked back in pride and admiration.


The series of wars that Edward had begun in 1337 – the wars that historians were later to term the Hundred Years War – were the outcome of a quarrel that had been festering for a long time. The quarrel had been inevitable if not ever since William, Duke of Normandy, a vassal of the King of France, had become King of England, certainly ever since the uneasy and complicated feudal relationships between the two kings had been further aggravated by the marriage of William’s great-grandson, Henry II, to Eleanor, the divorced wife of Louis VII. Henry, who was already Count of Anjou, acquired through his wife the additional territories of Poitou, Guienne and Gascony and so allied to the English crown dominions in France that rivalled the possessions of the French King himself who yet was still, in feudal theory, Henry’s overlord.


By the time of Edward II’s death these vast territories had been greatly reduced but the successful campaigns of his son Edward III had almost restored the balance. By the Treaty of Brétigny (1360) Edward III had gained much of what he had fought for – absolute control of great territories in the south-west that stretched almost from the Loire to the Pyrenees, and in the north Calais and Ponthieu (see map on p.2). Since then English fortunes had steadily declined. Edward III had drooped into dotage. His gifted son, the Black Prince, fell ill and died; while Charles V of France, helped by his brother Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy and by his highly gifted Fabian general, Bertrand Duguesclin, advanced to take back much of what their enemies had lately won. By 1375 the English had been pushed back into Calais and to strips of land round Bordeaux and the harbours of Brittany. And as the fourteenth century ended, the war died away in a series of indecisive raids and expeditions.


Edward III’s successor, Richard II, did not want to renew it at all, and Henry IV could not renew it with force. But Henry V soon showed himself determined to do so. Both the time and the mood of his people favoured him.


King Charles V of France had died in 1380. His brother, Philip the Bold, had lived on for a further twenty-four years. But Philip’s death in 1404 had left Charles’s son and successor, King Charles VI, without the support he so badly needed. Charles VI was only forty-four when Henry V became King of England but, plagued by a detested wife who flaunted her lovers in his face, he was already prematurely old and intermittently mad, one of his convictions being that he was made of glass and that if people came too near him he would break.


As well as being ruled by a sadly unstable King, France, although at the beginning of the century the strongest and most prosperous power in Europe, was now being torn apart by rivalries, resentments and jealousies. Philip the Bold’s son, John, the new Duke of Burgundy, whose dominion included not only Burgundy itself, but immense tracts of land in northern France and what are now Belgium and Holland, had violently quarrelled with his cousin, Louis, Duke of Orléans, who, as the younger son of Charles V, had formidable power in central and southern France. In 1407 the Duke of Orléans was murdered by agents of the Duke of Burgundy and the feuds which followed this terrible culmination of their quarrel crippled France for years to come and were an even greater encouragement to an English invasion than the incapacity of her demented King.


Soon after his accession Henry revived the claims of his ancestors. He demanded the return of territories that had been granted to Edward III at the Treaty of Brétigny and was later to revive Edward III’s claim to the French crown, maintaining that it was his by right of succession from his great-great-grandmother Isabella, daughter of Philip IV.* His aims were set forth by one of the priests of his chapel: ‘Those things that make for the honour of God, the extension of the Church, the freeing of his country, and the tranquility of Kingdoms, and especially of the two kingdoms of England and France which, from long and unhappy times past had damaged each other and caused deplorable effusion of human blood.’ [A]


In realising these ambitions, Henry was anxious to obtain the support of the devious and equivocal Duke of Burgundy whose dominions in Flanders and consequent concern for the maintenance of the English wool trade might make him a more reliable ally, or at least a more reliable neutral than he could otherwise have been expected to be. Negotiations were accordingly opened in an effort to discover grounds for mutual help. Just as Henry had need of the Duke of Burgundy’s friendship, so the Duke had need of his, for since the murder of the Duke of Orléans, three other royal dukes, Berry, Bourbon and Brittany, and Bernard, Count of Armagnac, had all drawn closer round the Orleanist cause.


While secretly negotiating with the Duke of Burgundy, Henry was at the same time openly negotiating with representatives of the rival Orleanists, hoping, no doubt, to increase the price of his friendship. He was also proposing marriage to King Charles’s daughter, Catherine. But neither the French nor the English diplomats seem ever to have expected their talks to result in a treaty satisfactory to both sides; and it appeared, indeed, that the English King did not even want them to be, for as the negotiations proceeded his demands increased until they went far beyond what a reversion to the terms of the Treaty of Brétigny would have given him. Certainly by the autumn of 1414, though the negotiations were still going on, Henry was preparing actively for war.


_______________


* A genealogical table, showing the relationship between the English and the French kings, is given in Appendix I.
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Henry’s shield, from an engraving of the shield in Henry’s Chantry in Westminster Abbey





 



PREPARATION



Now all the youth of England are on fire,


And silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies:


Now thrive the armorers, and honour’s thought


Reigns solely in the breast of every man:


They sell the pasture now to buy the horse,


Following the mirror of all Christian kings,


With winged heels, as English Mercuries.


For now sits Expectation in the air,


And hides a sword from hilts unto the point


With crowns imperial, crowns and coronets,


Promised to Harry and his followers.


The French, advised by good intelligence


Of this most dreadful preparation,


Shake in their fear and with pale policy


Seek to divert the English purposes.
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The preparations raised little protest. War was not unpopular. The campaigns of Edward III had been extremely expensive, but, because of the demands for money which the King had had to make, Parliament could congratulate itself on its importance and growing indispensability; while the taxes which were levied for military expeditions fell most heavily on those classes who might reimburse themselves from the profits that war brought. Nor could it be said that there were no financial returns for those who did not make money directly out of war, since the pay and bonuses, the ransom money and the valuable plunder which the fighting man brought back with him were profits that were eventually shared with the classes that stayed at home. Also there was hope that the cost of war would to some extent be offset by the revenues of conquered territories.


Farsighted men might have envisaged the sort of moral problems that war, particularly so long a war, might be expected to arouse, and the problems of returning soldiers unable or unwilling to settle down to peaceable and honest pursuits. But these were not immediate problems and their impact lay in the future, years after the Hundred Years War had stumbled at last to its close, when the Wars of the Roses were bringing the Middle Ages themselves to an end.


For those who were to fight in the war in France there was adventure to be had as well as profit and, although the army had become a professional one, adventure and the opportunity to excel in the most dangerous sport of all were still the principal lures for many of those who joined it. ‘Prowess’, Froissart had written towards the end of the previous century, and his contention still held good, ‘Prowess is so noble a virtue that one must never pass over it too briefly, for it is the mother stuff and the light of noble men and, as the log cannot spring to life without fire, so the noble man cannot come to perfect honour or to the glory of the world without prowess.’


France had long provided the upper classes with a military training ground far more thrilling than the marches of Wales and Scotland; but the sort of warfare that had recently been carried on there had been devoid of all but passing interest and intermittent pleasure and had served only to give England’s war leaders a taste for campaigning and a desire for more profitable and exciting action. To fight a full-scale war, to transfer the tournament from the lists to the battlefield, to indulge a passion for aggressive tests of skill against worthy opponents – these were ambitions that burned in the heart of every true knight. There was, too, something pleasurable in the thought of fighting and killing Frenchmen. For the English regarded the French with that mixture of reluctant admiration, envy and frustration that five-and-a-half centuries have done little to change. French nobles were masters of the techniques of chivalry and of courtly love; and although the English nobleman spoke French and had far more in common with the French nobleman, with whom his ties of blood and birth and interest so closely linked him, than with the English merchant now rising to an affluence as great as his own, he saw in the opportunity of defeating him a challenge to his skill, his strength and his virility.


The poorer classes did not, of course, share these mutual interests and rivalries. So far as they were concerned the French had been enemies of England for most of the past half-century and since Poitiers no victory over them had caught their imagination or filled them with pride. Indeed, in recent years it seemed that the French had been having things all their own way. Certainly they had several times raided the coast more or less with impunity. Plymouth had been burned by French marauders in 1403; in 1404 the Isle of Wight had been invaded; and in the following year a French force had landed at Milford Haven to give support to the Welsh rebels. Indignation at past insults such as these – though news of them was, of course, slow to spread – was now aggravated by what the people took to be French duplicity during the negotiations which their young King was so patiently conducting. Accusations of guile have subsequently been more often levelled against the English negotiators than the French, but at the time it could be made to appear that if the talks broke down the French would be entirely responsible. When, therefore, the English envoys returned from France for the last time without a settlement, the people were satisfied that war was justified; and the rumour that the mission had returned with a present of tennis-balls for Henry and a suggestion that he should play with them like a good boy instead of meddling with matters beyond his capacity made war seem not merely justified but essential. The rumour had little foundation and the tennis-balls almost certainly did not arrive in England, even if some insolent French knight did suggest that they should be sent; but it was the sort of story that inflames war fever, and nothing was done to deny it.


By the time of the mission’s return preparations for war were well advanced. Already the previous winter, in November 1414, the Chancellor, Bishop Beaufort of Winchester, had addressed a Parliament summoned by Henry and told its members in a long and pedantic speech that the King ‘deemed that the proper time had arrived for the accomplishment of his purpose’. Three things were needed, the Bishop said: ‘wise and faithful counsel from the King’s vassals; strong and true support from his people; and a copious subsidy from his subjects’. And all of them, the Bishop did not doubt, would be granted, ‘because the more their King’s dominions were extended, the less would their burthens become; and these things being performed, great honour and glory would necessarily ensue’.


The speech had its required effect. Although they discreetly suggested, as they had done before, that no ‘voyage’ should be undertaken before the resources of diplomacy had been exhausted and cautiously limited its use to the ‘defence of the Kingdom and the safety of the seas’, the Commons voted a subsidy generous enough to make an invasion possible.


Generous as it was, however, it was far from enough to make possible an invasion as ambitious as Henry had in mind; and he found it necessary to send Commissioners all over the country to borrow money wherever they could, often making it clear, particularly to foreign merchants, that the loans were not entirely optional. Within the next seven years large sums were raised in this way to be repaid with money derived from taxation, customs and other government income. The City of London, for example, lent over £32,000, religious orders nearly £9,000, the staff of the Exchequer £2,474 and the bishops – in order, so it was afterwards alleged, to encourage the King to go abroad and thus render a feared attack on Church property unlikely – lent no less than £44,243. Many private citizens contributed and the name of Richard Whittington appears in the records as having lent £2,000. No interest was paid on the loans but nearly all of them were eventually repaid, though few in full.


The great number of loans were necessary, for war had already become an immensely expensive business. Not only enormous quantities of arrows and bowstaves, cords and feathers, had to be paid for, not only guns and gunpowder, not only pontoons, scaling ladders, battering rams, wagons, provisions, horseshoes, tools, equipment and weapons of all kinds, but a huge fleet had to be assembled and measures had to be taken to ensure its uninterrupted passage across the Channel.


The ships used in later expeditions had not yet been built and, although many of the vessels collected for the 1415 expedition were forcibly seized without compensation, and some were supplied by the Cinque Ports in accordance with their charters, many others had to be hired, several of them in Holland. There were, in addition, the wages of the men who sailed the ships and of the soldiers who served in the bigger ones as marines. These soldiers, it appears from a surviving account, were paid at the same rate as they would have been paid on land, and this was a much more generous rate than the sailors received. Even the masters of ships had only 6d. a day, the sum allowed to the ships’ archers; and the ordinary sailors, nearly all of whom were pressed, had no more than 3d. a day plus a bounty of 6d. a week. But, although the wages were small, the numbers to be paid were very great, for an average barge of a hundred tons required a crew of forty-eight, and when all the ships were finally assembled in the Solent there were no less than 1,500 craft of various types and tonnage.


The by now usual method of raising the army that was to sail in these ships was also expensive – far more so than the methods of earlier times.


The King still had the constitutional right to demand military service from his subjects; and in former centuries he had done so, both by calling out the feudal levy, and by issuing Commissions of Array to the leading gentry of the shires to assemble a militia.


The unit of feudal land-tenure was the knight’s fee and the man who held such a fee was in duty bound to serve the king in the field for forty days in every year. Landowners who held a number of knight’s fees – some held several hundreds – had to provide the requisite number of deputies. Theoretically, then, the King could always call upon a substantial body of cavalry to fight for him. In practice, however, the feudal host, often ill-disciplined and reluctantly assembled, was far from being an efficient fighting force even in the shortest campaign, and for campaigns which lasted longer than forty days it was frequently impossible to maintain an adequate force at all, even when payment was made. The troops assembled in the shires by Commissions of Array were as open to criticism as the feudal levies and could not, in any case, be forced to go on foreign expeditions.


Various attempts to improve and extend the military resources of the country had been made from time to time. By the Assize of Arms of 1181 Henry II had stipulated the weapons and armour that those called upon to serve him should possess; and a hundred years later Edward I had confirmed these obligations in the Statute of Winchester which divided fighting men into five classes, each knight, as one of the upper class, being expected to provide himself with at least a full suit of armour and a helmet, a sword, a knife and a horse, and every man in the fifth class, however poor, being expected to possess a bow and a quiverful of arrows. But while the strength of cavalry could to some extent be increased by compelling landowners with estates worth more than twenty pounds a year to take on knighthood or pay a very heavy fine, no such means were available for increasing the strength of the King’s infantry; and distraint of knighthood itself was in any case fiercely resisted. It had, therefore, been necessary to have recourse to foreign mercenaries.


If Magna Carta were to be respected, however, Edward I could not rely to any important extent on foreign troops to make up the large gaps in his army. And he had accordingly been obliged to develop and extend the system of payment by granting regular wages to all his English soldiers as well as paying annuities to knights in return for their service when summoned. The method was extremely expensive in a mediaeval economy and contributed an added burden to the cost of an ambitious expedition which could now account for over half the King’s annual revenue. It did, though, enable an army based on voluntary enlistment to develop and it did provide a nucleus of trained professional troops.
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